Lethal aorto-oesophageal fistula - characteristic features and aetiology.
Aorto-oesophageal fistula refers to a rarely encountered communication between the aorta and the oesophagus that results in massive and lethal haemorrhage into the upper gastrointestinal tract. Although the time between the initial haemorrhage and the terminal event may be days, a clinical diagnosis may not be established by the time of autopsy. A fistulous tract develops between the aorta and the oesophagus most commonly due to expansion of a thoracic aortic aneurysm or from an ingested foreign body. Less common causes include infiltrating neoplasms, oesophageal ulceration, vascular rings and iatrogenic lesions. Three cases are presented to illustrate the features of such cases due to aortic dissection, bronchial carcinoma and tuberculosis. Cases should be suspected if there has been a history of midthoracic pain or dysphagia, a 'herald' haemorrhage and then massive fatal haematemesis with bright red blood. Careful dissection at autopsy is required to demonstrate the site of the fistulous tract.